The surgery, appended to the side of the house, had a waiting room with comfortable chairs and paintings to admire. No health promotion leaflets or posters cluttered the walls. Cyril didn't use a computer. He wrote records on cards and stored them in drawers organised alphabetically.
In Ireland, GPs older than 75 are not allowed to continue looking after "medical card" (state paid) patients; Cyril continued to look after his private patients, however, until shortly before his death at age 82.
At his funeral, people told me that he had been their GP for the past 30, 40, 50 years. He had looked after five generations of the same family. Continuity of care was natural. There was no GP contract to get in the way of the essential question: why is this patient here? There was no computer screen pinging out instructions on what to say next.
The fittings of his small surgery were clean, modest, and familiar. I can't imagine that a screed of blood tests and scans helped him to answer the existential questions that doctors are often asked about life or death. Medicine was firstly about conversation, and knowing the patients was fundamental. I suspect that this was not only better for patients but also more satisfying for doctors.
But I admired Cyril most for his decades long campaign against corporal punishment in schools. Catholic Ireland in the 1960s held the view that the religious orders charged with teaching in schools should beat and hurt children as a method of discipline. This outraged Cyril. His children were home schooled until he found a (Protestant) school that didn't include violence as part of the curriculum.
He wrote, petitioned, and spoke out about the incompatibility of Christian beliefs with the beating of children. He noted that the only two professions in Ireland delivering corporal punishment as part of their services were prostitutes and Catholic teachers. This didn't go down terribly well in the Catholic hierarchy.
The government eventually intervened, outlawing physical punishment in schools in 1982. The full and horrendous story of physical and sexual abuse in Catholic schools in Ireland is only now being fully told.
Cyril was tolerant, kind, generous, and funny. He was the essence of general practice. I will miss him terribly.
